Host specificity determinants as a genetic continuum.
Host specificity is an important concept that underlies the interaction of all clinically and agriculturally relevant microbes with their hosts. Changes in the host specificity of animal pathogens, in particular, are often of greatest concern due to their immediate and unexpected impact on human health. Host switching or host jumps can often be traced to modification of key microbial pathogenicity factors that facilitate the formation of particular host associations. An increase in the number of genome-level studies has begun revealing that almost any type of change, from the simplest to the most complex, can potentially impact host specificity. This review highlights examples of host specificity determinants of viruses, bacteria and fungi, and presents them from within a genetic continuum that spans from the single residue through to entire genomic islands.